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ABSTRACT:  This paper describes the spawning behaviour of Queensland 
lungfish, Neoceratodus forsteri.  The observations were made in August 
1964, and there is no previously published first hand description of this 
behaviour.  
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While on a field trip to the Burnett River, Queensland, in connection with 
research into other aspects of the biology of Neoceratodus, some 
observations were made on its behaviour at spawning.  No first-hand 
account of such behaviour exists in the literature.  Macleay (notes on a 
collection of fish from the Burdekin and Mary Rivers, Queensland, 
Proceedings of the Linnean Society of New South Wales, viii, 1883, 211) 
gave hearsay evidence that spawn was deposited in indentations on the 
muddy bottom in water six to ten feet deep, but spawn is found adhering to 
water-weed such as Hydrilla and Cladophora in water two to four feet 
deep, and among the floating roots of Water Hyacinth, which casts doubt 
on the validity of Macleay's report. 
 
Spawn can be found from August until October (Dr. M. C. Bleakly, 
personal communication).  On the night of 10th August, 1964, in Barambah 
Creek, about half a mile-above its junction with the Burnett River, Mr. N. 
Milward (Department od Zoology, The University of Queensland) and I 
observed several large lungfish swimming about close inshore, over a large 
weed-covered bank in from two to three feet of water. After watching them 
for a short while it became obvious that two of the fish were staying close 
together, the movement of one clearly influencing that of the other.  From 
an elevated rocky ledge six feet above the water we were easily able to 
view the fishes' activities with the aid of head torches, the light from which 
did not seem to disturb the fish.  Gradually their movements became more 
restricted in range to a patch of weed about ten feet from the edge of the 
water.  Swimming to and fro, over and through the weed, they gave the 
appearance of playing "follow the leader".  During this time the second fish 
repeatedly nosed the cloacal region of the leader and was seen to "bump" it 
several times with its snout.  This same fish was seen several times to take 
in its mouth a long strand of what appeared to be weed, and wave it about.  
Both fish were then observed from time to time to dive repeatedly through 
a localized area of weed, often disappearing from view for a few feet.  
During these "dives", one fish would follow the other closely and both 
were seen to shake their tails rapidly from side to side.  On one occasion a 
third fish approached but one of the pair dashed at it, causing the intruder's 
rapid retreat.  We had commenced watching at 9 p.m. An hour later the two 
fish had ceased diving through the weeds, and the shallow bank was 
deserted apart from a couple of later visits by single fish, probably to feed. 
 
By now there was little doubt in our minds that we had been watching a pair 
of lungfish spawning.  Their behaviour fitted with what we knew about other 
fish, and with what we would have expected.  Further, the weed where the 
fish had spent most of their time was searched the following morning, and 
about 80 eggs were found within a short time.  Undoubtedly further search 
would have revealed many more. 
 
By way of interpreting the behaviour described above, it would seem that 
three phases were observed.  Firstly, there was a phase in which the fish 
moved about together over a wide area of the bank.  This could have been in 
search of a suitable area.  Secondly, we observed the “follow the leader" 
phase, during which one fish, presumably the male, showed interest in the 
cloaca of the female, nudging her with his snout.  This would probably 
stimulate her to oviposition.  The significance of one fish taking strands of 
weed in its mouth is unknown.  Thirdly, the fish dived together through the 
weed, the male following the female and presumably pouring milt over the 
eggs.  Tail-shaking at this stage might facilitate the flow of reproductive 
products.  Macleay reported also that the fish stayed near the eggs after 
spawning, and were not easily disturbed, but our observations do not support 
this. 
 
Because of the intermediate evolutionary position of the Dipnoi, a study of 
the reproductive physiology and behaviour of Neoceratodiis would be most 
worthwhile, particularly with a view to comparing it with fish on the one 
hand and amphibians on the other. 
 
  
